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Beyond the pros and
cons of standarized tests
JMU doctoral grads help lead Educational Testing Services
BY EMILY TAIT ( ' 15)

In the past couple decades, the U.S. education system has encountered numerous
reform efforts, one of which being the
implementation of standardized tests such
as Virginia's Standards of Learning and
other college-required tests and exams.
Swirling around the good intentions
that back these tests up, are also unending
controversies. The debate lies in whether
standardized tests provide an even playing field of education for all students, or
if they are relied on too heavily by schools
and have gained too much control over
classroom content.
While there is no easy solution, perhaps
there is more to educational testing than
meets the eye. JMU's doctoral program in
assessment and measurement fosters some
of the most qualified graduates, who are
in high demand for researching, creating
and assessing educational tests. G raduates of JMU's program, Jillian N. Joe
('09Ph.D) , Ross Markle ('lOPh.D.) and
Javarro Russell ('llPh.D.) are currently
working with one of the leading educational organizations in the world, Educational Testing Services.
JMU works in close affiliation with
Educational Testing Services and is able
to supply the organization with dedicated graduates straight out of the assessment and measurement Ph.D. program .
J oe a nd Markle came to know ETS
through summer internships, when they
immersed themselves in research conducted at ETS. Russell learned about
ETS by an assessment and measurement
program alumnus. The relationship that
JMU holds wit h ETS presents assessment and measurement graduates with

'As a nonprofit, we don't
make tests out of a
desire to make money,
we make tests because
they're important to
helping students and
educators.'
- ROSS MARKLE (' 10Ph . D)
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JMU doctoral program in assessment and measurement graduates (1-r): Javarro Russell
('11Ph.D.), Ross Markle ('10Ph.D.) and Jillian N. Joe ('09Ph.D) work with Educational Test·
ing Services, one of the leading educational organizations in the world.

an exceptional opportunity to delve right
into their field.
Joe cur re ntl y serves as associate
research scientist at ETS, while Russell
and Markle are senior research and assessment advisers. ETS focuses on developing standardized tests for U.S. K-12 and
higher education, and the organization
also works internationally to create additional tests such as the Test of English as
a Foreign Language (TOEFL), the Graduate Record Examination (GRE), and the
Praxis series. Through extensive research
and close collaboration with schools and
universities, ETS aims to improve student
su ccess and mold assessments to be as
efficient as possible.
Standardized tests may appear to be
the "enemy" to those who have not been
exp osed to all the b ehind-the-scenes
research that goes into their development.
Nevertheless, dedicated staff at ETS have
a genuine desire to help improve the U.S.
education system. Markle says, "Although
the term 'standardized' has gained a bad
reputation, when people at organizations
like ETS use that word, we simply mean
to imply 'fair.' As a nonprofit, we don't
make tests out of a desire to make money,
we make tests because they're important
to helping students and educators."
According to these three alumni, the
knowledge and experience they gained at
JMU not only prepared them for their work
at ETS, but also has given them the tools
to employ their acquired skills in the real

world. Joe says, "One of the hallmarks of
the JMU doctoral program in assessment
and measurement is that it is both technical
and applied. Through our practicum experiences, we frequently collaborated with
faculty and staff on assessment projects. We
learned how to balance the clients' wants
with their needs."
Having a connection with ETS could
convey the presumption that all who are
involved with the organization are advocates for the inclusion of standardized
testing in the education system and that
they may disregard the opposing side of
the argument. However, both Russell and
Markle say their opinions on standardized
testing have not changed since joining
ETS. Rather, they have both grown an elevated appreciation for it. Russell says, "My
experience at JMU solidified my thoughts
on the purpose and process of conducting assessment. At JMU, I gained a
strong appreciation for the hard work and
thoughtfulness that goes into creating fair
and valid assessments of student learning.
... [Assessment] provides information that
allows instructors to improve educational
experiences, and allows students an opportunity to know what they do not know.
Standardization is an element of fairness
and validity in assessment. Without it
we could make erroneous generalizations
or decisions about what students know,
m
think, and can do."
-+ LEARN MORE at www.jmu.edu/
assessment/graduate/PhdOverview.htm
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